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D io l o g ic  W a r :
F r o m  t h e  B a t t l e  o f  M a l d o n  
t o  t h e  W a r  o f  t h e  R i n g
P e t e r  G r y b a u s k a s
I n  a n  e a r l y  r e v i e w  o f  T h e  L o r d  o f  t h e  R i n g s ,  C.S. L ew is offers a b rief 
stru c tu ra l analysis of J.R.R. T o lk ien 's  hero ic  rom ance:
O n the one hand, the w hole w orld  is going to the war; the story rings w ith  
galloping hoofs, trum pets, steel on steel. O n the other, very far away, 
m iserable figures creep (like mice on a slag heap) th rough  the tw ilight of 
M ordor. A nd all the tim e w e know  the fate of the w orld  depends far m ore 
on  the small m ovem ent th an  on  the great. This is a structural invention of 
the highest order: it adds im m ensely to the pathos, irony, and grandeur of 
the tale. (88)
L ew is 's  sketch  rem ains a percep tive  sum m ation  of T o lk ien 's  achievem ent, 
h ig h lig h tin g  the  d is p a rity —betw een  th e  epic ba ttles w aged  in  Books III an d  V 
an d  the  an g u ish ed  p lo d d in g  of tw o  H obb its  in  Book IV  a n d  th e  early  p o rtio n  of 
Book V I—at th e  h e a rt of the  final tw o  vo lum es of The Lord o f the Rings. Yet n e ith e r 
L ew is n o r la ter scholars of T o lk ien 's  w o rk  h av e  p a id  m u ch  h eed  to  th e  d ialogic 
n a tu re 1 of th is g rea t "s tru c tu ra l inven tion" or acknow ledged  its h eav y  d eb t to 
T o lk ien 's  re ad in g  a n d  criticism  of th e  O ld  E nglish  poetic fragm en t, The Battle o f 
Maldon. T he key  to  recogn iz ing  th e  p o lyphon ic  aspects of The Lord o f the Rings as 
w ell as its s tru c tu ra l inheritance  from  the  m ed ieva l po em  lies in  an  in te rm ed ia te  
step: T o lk ien 's  "T he H om ecom ing  of B eorh tno th ,"  firs t p u b lish ed  in  a 1953 
vo lum e of Essays and Studies. T he im plic it d ia logue  be tw een  th e  ep ic  a n d  the
1 For instance, Tom Shippey's own summation overlaps somewhat w ith that of Lewis:
all the way through the later Books there is moreover a deliberate alternation 
between the sweeping and dramatic movements of the majority of the Fellowship, 
and the inching, small-scale progress of Frodo, Sam, and Gollum. The irony by 
which the latter in the end determines the fate of the former is obvious, remarked on 
by the characters and by the narrator. (J .R .R . T o lk ie n :  A u t h o r  o f  th e  C e n tu r y , 52)
While he adds the important detail of "alternation" he refers to a more basic sense of 
movement and pacing rather than representations of war and, like Lewis, ultimately 
emphasizes the deterministic importance of Frodo's quest over any notion of balance.
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u n g lam o ro u s  in  th e  last fou r books of The Lord o f  the R in g s  echoes th e  debate  
w ag ed  be tw een  th e  tw o  speakers in  "T he H om ecom ing ."
A lthough  th is overarch in g  stru c tu ra l link  h a s  gone largely  overlooked, 
som e com pelling  recen t scho larsh ip  h a s  b eg u n  to  ad d ress  them atic  connections 
be tw een  M aldon  an d  The Lord o f  the R in g s . Janet B rennan  Croft, in  W ar and the 
W orks o f  J.R .R . Tolkien , con trasts  th e  d eed s of B eorh tno th2 a t M aldon  w ith  those  of 
several characters in  T o lk ien 's  fiction, in c lu d in g  G an d alf an d  the  H obbits . In  
"M ald o n  a n d  M oria: O n B yrh tno th , G andalf, an d  H ero ism  in  The Lord o f the 
R in g s ,"  A lexander M. Bruce e labora tes on  C ro ft's  references to  B eorhtnoth , 
focusing  on  th e  G an d alf connection. Specifically, h e  exp lores T o lk ien 's  
ad ap ta tio n  an d  correction  of a critical scene in  M a ld o n — B eorh tno th  conceding  
th e  stra teg ically  crucial causew ay  to  h is  en em ies—th ro u g h  a strik ing  ana logue  in  
The Lord o f  the  R ings—G an d alf u n y ie ld in g  to th e  B alrog on  th e  b rid g e  in  M oria .3 
T his crucial scene w ith  G an d alf is again  taken  u p  an d  u sed  as th e  s ta rtin g  p o in t 
for M ary  R. B ow m an 's recen t article "R efin ing  the  G old: Tolkien, The B attle o f  
M aldon , a n d  th e  N o rth e rn  T heo ry  of C ou rage ."  B ow m an 's p iece exam ines 
T o lk ien 's  efforts to  ex trac t o r salvage from  M aldon  an  acceptable heroic sp irit to 
be  u sed  in  The Lord o f the R in g s , p lac ing  p a rticu la r em phasis  on  th e  character of 
Sam  G am gee an d  h is en g ag em en t w ith  v arious aspects of the  M aldon  re ta iners. In  
th e  process, she also articu la tes an  im p o rtan t corrective to  T om  S h ip p ey 's  w ell- 
k n o w n  read in g  of "T he H om ecom ing" as sym bolic "p a rric id e"  of heroic 
lite ra tu re  (Shippey, "T olkien  an d  'T h e  H om ecom ing  of B eorh tno th '"  337). 
B ow m an arg u es conv incing ly  th a t T olkien  so u g h t "a  w ay  to reshape, n o t reject, 
G erm an ic hero ism " (97). W hile B ow m an offers a com pelling  look a t T o lk ien 's  
efforts to tran sm u te  th e  hero ic  code in  The Lord o f the R in g s , she does n o t take  into 
accoun t th e  w ays in  w h ich  T olkien  u n d e rcu ts  th is re fined  v ision  of hero ism  in 
o th er aspects of h is narra tive , an d  th u s  her article falls sh o rt of encom passing  the 
im portance  of T o lk ien 's  M aldon  criticism  on  the  construction  of h is g rea t w o rk  of 
fiction. Its fu ll significance d ep en d s  u p o n  closer exam ina tion  of th e  quasi-critical 
"H om ecom ing  of B eorh tno th ."
2 In the interest of clarity, as Tolkien's scholarship on Maldon is the primary concern here, I 
have chosen to use Tolkien's particular spelling of two important characters, "Beorhtnoth" 
and "Beorhtwold," throughout the paper, instead of the more common renderings, 
"Byrhtnoth" and "Byrthtwold." For the philological explanation of this, see Drout 161n95.
3 For Tolkien's discussion of this pivotal scene at Maldon, see "Beorhtnoth's Death," 77. For 
the scene involving Gandalf on the bridge see the end of Chapter 5, Book II of The Lord of 
the Rings, "The Bridge of Khazad-dum." As scholars have noted, the difference is indeed 
marked: Gandalf, as the leader of his party, sacrifices himself in  a refusal to yield the 
territory, while Beorhtnoth willingly cedes the causeway to the slaughter of both him and 
all of his men.
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"T he H om ecom ing" is ac tua lly  a th ree -p a rt w ork , th o u g h  it takes its 
title  from  the  d ram atic  verse  d ia logue  a t its center, a fictional w o rk  w h ich  acts as 
a sequel to  the  Maldon fragm en t.4 T he verse  d ram a  is b rack e ted  b y  tw o  sho rt 
critical essays, "B eo rh tn o th 's  D eath" an d  "O ferm od ."  In  o rd e r to  best illum inate  
th e  in fluen tia l p lace The Battle o f Maldon h o ld s  in  th e  d ialogic s tru c tu re  of the 
final fo u r Books of The Lord o f the Rings, I b eg in  w ith  a re ad in g  of "T he 
H om ecom ing" before  m o v in g  to a d iscussion  of The Lord o f the Rings.
T o lk ie n 's  M aldon  R ead in g
Before T o lk ien 's  p u b lica tion  of "T he H om ecom ing" in  1953, scholarly  
a tten tion  to  The Battle o f Maldon focused  on  the  p o em 's  seem ing ly  flaw less 
dem o n s tra tio n  of th e  n o rth e rn  hero ic  e thos in  action. In  h is  1937 edition , E.V. 
G ordon , T o lk ien 's  fr ien d  a n d  co llaborator, offers th e  p o em  a p lace beside  Beowulf 
as " th e  on ly  O ld  E nglish  po em s in  w h ich  the hero ic  a ttitu d e  is fu lly  rea lized  an d  
described" (G ordon  23). H e  fo llow s th is assertion  w ith  an  even  s tronger one. D ue 
to  w h a t G ordon  claim s to  be Beowulf's  u ltim a te ly  "elegiac" character, Maldon 
ac tua lly  s tan d s  alone as " in d eed  th e  on ly  p u re ly  hero ic  p o em  ex tan t in  O ld  
E nglish" (24). G ordon  felt that, p e rh ap s  b e tte r th a n  an y  other, th e  "p o e t of 
Maldon u n d e rs to o d  an d  em p h as ized  th e  ascendancy  of sp irit over th e  w eakness 
of th e  b o d y  req u ired  b y  th is [heroic] code" (27). I t is a code a rticu la ted  m ost 
c learly  th ro u g h  th e  decla ra tion  of B eorh tw old  in  the  po em  (lines 312-313), w h ich  
T olkien  quo tes an d  tran sla tes  in  "B eo rh tn o th 's  D eath":
Hige sceal pe heardra, heorte pe cenre,
mod sceal pe mare pe ure maegen lytlad.
Will shall be the sterner, heart the bolder,
spirit the greater as our strength lessens.' ("Hom ecom ing" 79)
In  th e  "O ferm od" essay, T olkien acknow ledges B eo rh tw o ld 's  w o rd s  to  be " the  
best-k n o w n  lines of th e  poem , possib ly  of all O ld  E nglish  verse" (102). B ut w h a t 
d id  h e  m ak e  of them ? T he an sw er can be fo u n d  in  T o lk ien 's  sh o rt essay  a n d  the 
d ram atic  d ia logue ("T he H om ecom ing" p ro p e r) w h ich  p recedes it.
O ne of the  keys to  h is read in g  of Maldon lies in  his liberal tran sla tion  
an d  in te rp re ta tio n  of lines m u ch  earlie r in  the  p o em  (89-90), w h ich  h e  offers in  
th e  "O ferm od" piece: "8a se eorl ongan fo r  his ofermode alyfan landes to fela lapere 
deode, 'th e n  the  earl in  h is o v erm aste rin g  p rid e  ac tua lly  y ie lded  g ro u n d  to  the 
enem y, as h e  sh o u ld  n o t h av e  do n e '"  (102). T his is of course th e  sam e scene 
w h ich  recen t scho larly  w o rk s d iscuss as analogous to  G an d alf in  M oria  d u rin g  
The Lord o f the R ings . T o lk ien 's  p o in t is th a t B eorh tno th  is m istaken  in  o ffering  a 
"sp o rtin g "  gestu re  to w ard  h is  enem ies; th e  p o e t m eets h is  "hero ics" n o t w ith
4 For more on the peculiarities of this piece, see Nelson
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e x u l t a n t  p r a i s e  b u t  r a th e r  “severe c r i t ic i s m "  (105). B e o r h tn o th 's  c h a r a c te r  w a s  
" m o u l d e d  [ . . . ]  b y  'a r i s to c r a t i c  t r a d i t i o n ',  e n s h r i n e d  in  t a le s  a n d  v e r s e ,"  a n d  th is  
u p b r i n g in g ,  T o lk ie n  s u r m is e s ,  c o n t r ib u t e s  to  h i s  d i s a s t r o u s  d e c is io n  (1 05). In  
s p i t e  o f  t h e  p r e f a t o r y  a c k n o w le d g e m e n t  T o lk ie n  r e c e iv e s  in  G o r d o n 's  e d i t i o n  fo r  
h i s  “ m a n y  c o r r e c t io n s  a n d  c o n t r ib u t io n s ,"  t h e  l e n g t h y  193 7  i n t r o d u c t io n  to  th e  
p o e m  m a k e s  n o  m e n t i o n  a t  a ll  o f  B e o r h tn o th 's  c o n c e s s io n  a t  t h e  c a u s e w a y  
( G o r d o n  v i) . F o r  t h i s  r e a s o n ,  T o m  S h ip p e y  h a s  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  T o lk ie n  p r e s e n t s  a  
“ v e i l e d  a t t a c k  o n  th e  o p in io n s  e x p r e s s e d  in  [ G o r d o n 's ]  e d i t i o n "  ( " T o lk ie n  a n d  
'T h e  H o m e c o m in g '"  33 3 ) T o lk ie n  is, a t  a n y  r a te ,  t h e  f i r s t  to  d r a w  a t t e n t io n  to  t h e  
p o t e n t i a l  c r i t ic i s m  in  t h e s e  e a r l ie r  l in e s ,  a n d  a s  T h o m a s  H o n e g g e r  s ta te s ,  “ th is  
c o n d e m n a t io n  o f  B e o r h tn o t h 's  p r i d e  [ . . . ]  b r in g s  a  n e w  a s p e c t  to  th e  
i n te r p r e t a t i o n  o f  The Battle o f  M aldon  a s  a  w h o le "  (191).
B u t  th e r e  is  a n  a d d e d  n u a n c e  to  “ O f e r m o d " — o n e  c r u c ia l  to  “ T h e  
H o m e c o m in g "  a n d ,  b y  e x te n s io n ,  The Lord o f  the R in g s  a s  w e l l — w h ic h  m a n y  h a v e  
m is s e d .  C r i t ic s  h a v e  g e n e r a l l y  t a k e n  T o lk ie n  a t  h i s  w o r d  w h e n ,  in  t h e  o p e n in g  
p a r a g r a p h s  o f  “ O f e r m o d ,"  h e  c a s u a l ly  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  h i s  s h o r t  d r a m a  “ m a y  b e  
s a id  to  b e  a n  e x te n d e d  c o m m e n t  o n  l in e s  89 , 9 0 ,"  b u t  t h i s  is  n o t  s t r i c t ly  t r u e  (102). 
H e  w a s  t r y in g  to  j u s t i f y  t h e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  c r e a t iv e  “ H o m e c o m in g "  in  a n  
a c a d e m ic  jo u r n a l ,  in  s p i t e  o f  i t  h a v in g  b e e n  a d m i t t e d l y  “ c o m p o s e d  p r i m a r i l y  a s  
v e r s e ,  to  b e  c o n d e m n e d  o r  a p p r o v e d  a s  s u c h "  (102). T o lk i e n 's  c o m m e n t  a b o u t  th e  
p o e m  a s  a n  e x t e n d e d  d i s c u s s io n  o f  t h e  c a u s e w a y  s c e n e  w a s  t h e r e f o r e  a  k i n d  o f  
c o y  c o n c e s s io n ,  o f f e r in g  th e  o b l ig a to r y  o c c a s io n  fo r  w r i t i n g  b y  d i f f e r in g  w i t h  th e  
c r it ic s ,  b u t  n o t ,  I  th in k ,  p r o p e r l y  s u m m a r i z in g  th e  s u b je c t  o f  “ T h e  H o m e c o m in g "  
o r  h i s  f e e l in g s  a b o u t  t h e  p o e m .
S till, i f  o n e  h a d  n o t  y e t  r e a d  o r  d ig e s te d  “ T h e  H o m e c o m in g ,"  s u c h  a  
c o m m e n t  m ig h t  s e e m  r e a s o n a b le  e n o u g h ;  i n d e e d  i t  r e in f o r c e s  T o lk i e n 's  a p p a r e n t  
a u d a c i t y  w h e n ,  a  f e w  l in e s  f u r t h e r  d o w n ,  h e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  B e o r h tw o ld 's  f a m o u s  
w o r d s  w e r e  “ o f  le s s  i n te r e s t  t h a n  th e  e a r l ie r  l in e s "  (102). H o w e v e r ,  th is  
ic o n o c la s t ic  c o n fe s s io n  is  i m m e d ia t e ly  q u a l i f i e d  b y  w h a t  I  r e g a r d  to  b e  t h e  c ru x  
o f  h i s  r e a d in g :  “ a t  a n y  r a te  t h e  fu l l  fo rc e  o f  t h e  p o e m  is  m i s s e d  u n le s s  t h e  tw o  
p a s s a g e s  a r e  c o n s id e r e d  t o g e th e r "  (102). F o r  T o lk ie n ,  th e n ,  t h e  p o e m  d e p e n d s  o n  
a  q u e s t io n  o f  b a l a n c e — o f  t e n s io n  b e tw e e n  tw o  d i s p a r a t e  id e a s .  T h u s  “ T h e  
H o m e c o m in g "  r e p r e s e n t s  a n  e x te n d e d  c o m m e n t  n o t  o n  o n e  l in e  o r  t h e  o th e r ,  b u t  
t h e  t e n s io n  b e tw e e n  th e  t w o  l in e s ,  8 9 -9 0  a n d  31 2 -3 1 3 .
I t  is  t h i s  n o t io n  o f  b a la n c e ,  i n t r o d u c e d  in  T o lk i e n 's  c r i t ic i s m  o f  M aldon  
a n d  e c h o e d  b y  h i s  c r a f t  in  “ T h e  H o m e c o m in g ,"  t h a t  is  so  e a s i ly  m is s e d .  M a r y  R . 
B o w m a n  r e m i n d s  u s  t h a t  “ T o lk ie n  s t i l l  v a lo r iz e s  B e o r h tw o ld 's  s p e e c h  a n d  
b e h a v io r ,"  b u t  s h e  s e e m s  to  d e te c t  t h i s  e le m e n t  o f  p r a i s e  o n ly  in  “ O f e r m o d ,"  n o t  
in  “ T h e  H o m e c o m in g "  p r o p e r  (96). S h e  d o e s  n o t  e x p lo r e  t h e  p o e m  i ts e l f  in  d e ta i l ,
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re fe rrin g  to  S h ip p ey 's  ra th e r h a rsh  read in g 5 as "com pelling" (92). In s tead , I find  
th a t b o th  essay  an d  p o em  b e tray  a k in d  of sy m p a th y  on  T o lk ien 's  part, m easu red  
aga in s t th e  m ore  obv ious critique. W hile  "O ferm od" is p io n ee rin g  in  its "severe 
criticism " of B eorhtnoth , T olkien  w o u ld  be  th e  first to  ad m it th a t such  critic ism  is 
"n o t incom patib le  w ith  loyalty , a n d  even  love" (105). Indeed , even  w h en  
"O ferm od" ap p ea rs  m o s t p la in ly  one-s ided  in  its c ritique of th e  e a rl 's  hero ism , 
T olkien  hedges, u n w illin g  to  eq u a te  B eo rh tno th 's  "ap p lica tio n  of the  hero ic  code 
w ith  th a t code itself," as B ow m an says (95). T olkien  sum s u p  h is  op in ion  of 
B eo rh tno th 's  reckless sh o w m an sh ip  as "[m ]agn ificen t p e rh ap s , b u t certa in ly  
w ro n g ,"  h ig h lig h tin g  th e  tension  be tw een  th e  d e e d 's  pow erfu l ap p ea l a n d  its 
m o ra l repercussions (105). Later, the  sam e so rt of qualification  is a d d e d  as if in  
effort to soften  (to som e extent) th e  rebuke. "B eorh tno th  w as w rong , a n d  h e  d ied  
for h is  folly," T olkien w rites  p la in ly  en o u g h  (106). "B ut it w as a noble  error, or 
th e  e rro r of a nob le ,"  h e  a d d s  (106). T olkien  k n o w s th a t th ere  is a g rea t difference 
be tw een  a "nob le  e rro r"  a n d  th e  "e rro r of a noble ," yet h e  does no t w an t to 
clarify  th e  am b ig u ity  h e  raises. H e  feels the  vacilla ting  p u ll of bo th  
in te rp re ta tions. If T olkien  co ndem ned  B eo rh tn o th 's  behav io r, h e  w as also 
so m ew h at sym pathetic ; a t th e  very  least, h e  u n d e rs to o d  qu ite  w ell th e  allu re  of 
such  gestu res, of h o w  difficu lt it can  be to  efface the  hero ic  im pu lse . T herefore, 
h e  is no t su rp rised  th a t th e  p o e t's  lines of a p p a re n t criticism , w h ich  h is  ow n  
scho larsh ip  add resses, h av e  h ith e rto  b een  "little  reg a rd ed , o r p lay ed  d o w n " 
(105).
T o tta  a n d  Tfda: A  T ug  of W ar
T he verse d ia logue  a t the  h e a rt of "T he H om ecom ing" is T o lk ien 's  
effort to  ex p o u n d  u p o n  the  ten s ion  crea ted  by  th e  tw o  key  passages in  Maldon: 
th e  hero ic  p ra ise  (312-313) an d  the  hero ic  critique (89-90). A nd, as in  Maldon, the  
fu ll force of T o lk ien 's  poetic response  is o n ly  felt w h en  th e  tw o  are  considered  
together. In  th is "seque l"  to  Maldon , it is no t tw o  lines of verse  b u t tw o  
characters, T o rh th e lm  (Totta) a n d  Tid w a ld  (Tida), w ho  stan d  in  opposition . In 
th e  fictional se tting  of "T he H om ecom ing ,"  these  tw o  m e n  are  sen t b y  th e  local 
abbo t to  recover B eo rh tno th 's  corpse in  th e  a fte rm ath  of th e  battle . A s th ey  go 
ab o u t the  task  of locating  th e  b o d y  a n d  re tu rn in g  it to the  abbey  in  Ely, th e  tw o 
engage  in  conversation  an d  carry  o u t a k in d  of debate  on  th e  n a tu re  of hero ics 
an d  w arfare . T he in te rtex tu a l re la tionsh ip  be tw een  Maldon an d  T o lk ien 's  m o d e rn  
sequel em phasizes from  th e  s ta rt th e  am bigu ities invo lved  in  trea tm en ts  of the 
heroic. T he title  of the  d ram a  itself show s T olkien  eng ag ed  in  a p rocess of 
sim u ltan eo u sly  b u ild in g  u p  a n d  u n d e rm in in g  hero ic  m atte rs ; th ere  is of course
5 Shippey calls the poem Tolkien's "act of ceremonial sacrifice" toward the northern heroic 
spirit ("Homecoming" 338).
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iro n y  in  the  g rim  rea lity  of th e  m a n n e r of B eo rh tno th 's  "hom ecom ing ."  I t is a title 
m ore  befitting  a sto ry  of th e  d u k e 's  tr iu m p h a n t v icto ry  procession . But th is is n o t 
th e  subject of T o lk ien 's  piece; in stead , he  tells h o w  B eo rh tn o th 's  h ead le ss  corpse 
is carted  h o m e b y  tw o  ex h au sted  an d  fr igh tened  peasan ts. T olkien  w rites  a 
"seque l"  to  w h a t is rem em b ered  as th e  finest exam ple of O ld  E nglish  heroic 
verse, g ives it  a fitting  title  for its ep ic  context, th en  iron ica lly  u n d e rc u ts  b o th  of 
these  by  focusing  on  th e  ing lo rious task  of Tid a  an d  Totta. Even before  th e  d ram a  
h a s  begun , th e  au th o r sets th e  stage for a d ia logue be tw een  tw o  voices in  tension.
T o tta  is th e  poet, o r "g leem an" as Tid a  refers to h im  (often pejoratively). 
H e  m a y  be  sa id  to  be an  ex tension  of M aldon's fam ous hero ic  lines 312-313 — 
in d eed  h e  m u tte rs  th em  alm ost w o rd -fo r-w o rd  in  m o d e rn  E nglish  d u rin g  a 
d ream  (99). T o tta  is the  spokesm an  for lite ra ry  w ar an d  rom ance  in  "The 
H om ecom ing ."  H e  b rin g s to th e  conversation  freq u en t references to  th e  legends 
an d  lays of o ld  heroes. T he y o u n g  p o e t looks u p o n  B eo rh tn o th 's  d ea th  alw ays 
w ith  a g lance back  a t th e  larger-than-life  hero ic  legacy w h ich  h e  believes in. 
T o tta 's  lines of a lliterative verse  are  clearly  the  m ore  poetic of th e  tw o, n o t on ly  in 
th e ir ho m ag e  to  o ld  legends b u t in  h is o w n  taste  for song, a n d  a ten d en cy  to w ard  
e u p h em ism  a n d  hyperbo le . H e  voices th a t side of T olkien  th a t h e  is p e rh a p s  b es t 
rem em b ered  fo r—id ea lized  hero ics certa in ly  h av e  a p a r t to  p lay  in  The Lord o f the 
Rings as w ell.
I risk  b e in g  overly  reduc tive  in  s im ply  u n m ask in g  in  T o tta 's  voice a 
p a rticu la r side of T o lk ien 's  a rgum en t. I t  is im p o rtan t to  recall th a t T olkien 
p re fe rred  to ap p ro ach  th is conflicting  sense of w ar an d  hero ics th ro u g h  a creative 
ra th e r th a n  a critical w ork . T otta  is, a fter all, a character in  th e  d ram a, n o t m ere ly  
a fig u reh ead  for one side of the  a u th o r 's  m in d . Indeed , h is  characteriza tion  colors 
w h a t w e u n d e rs ta n d  ab o u t h is  rom an tic  voice in  in te restin g  w ays. H e  is the 
y o u n g er of th e  tw o, n a iv e  an d  inexperienced . L ook ing  a t a body , h e  believes it 
looks back  a t h im , liken ing  its eyes to  "G ren d e l's  in  th e  m oon ," su g gesting  th a t 
h e  h as n ev er before  seen a d ead  m an , th o u g h  h e  h as read , o r hea rd , Beowulf (86). 
T h o u g h  T olkien  experienced  h is  share  of b o th  rea l b lo o d sh ed  an d  its lite ra ry  
rep resen ta tions , I do  n o t th in k  h e  g ru d g es  th e  y o u n g  m a n  h is poetic response  — a 
valuab le  response  in  its ow n  righ t. W e com e to k n o w  T o tta  th ro u g h  these  crucial, 
b u t som etim es sub tle  m o m en ts  in  the  d ram a. T he excitem en t h e  expresses u p o n  
p ro p e rly  id en tify in g  B eo rh tno th 's  s w o rd —"I could  sw ear to  it /  by  th e  go lden  
h il ts " —reflects h is  in te rest an d  love for legends, even  those  yet to  be m a d e  (87).
M ost im p ortan tly , w e sho u ld  recognize th a t T o tta  is n o  fool, n o  m a tte r 
h o w  m a n y  tim es Tid a  refers to  h im  thus. Som e critics h av e  th o u g h t o therw ise . 
T om  S h ippey  suggests th a t T o lk ien 's  position  is sq u are ly  b e h in d  Tfda. For 
Sh ippey , th e  character of T o tta  is little  m ore  th an  a cow ard ly , m u rd e ro u s  stooge 
to  be  "b lackened" a t every  tu rn  in  the  service of T o lk ien 's  sym bolic "p a rric id e"  of 
h e a th e n  O ld  E nglish  p o e try  (326, 337). If w e are to  trace  a p a tte rn  of balance
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be tw een  opposites in  ten s ion  all th e  w ay  from  Maldon to The Lord o f the Rings, 
S h ip p ey 's  claim  th a t "in  th is d ia logue  th ere  w as n o  d o u b t ab o u t w ho  w as rig h t 
an d  w ho  w as w ro n g "  is one w h ich  m u s t be  re fu ted  (338). A s such, I offer a b rief 
defense of T otta  in  th e  verse  d ram a, continu ing , as M ary  B ow m an h as b eg u n  
w ith  h e r re ad in g  of "O ferm od ,"  to  offer an  a lternative  to  S h ip p ey 's  read ing .
T he m o s t obv ious defense of T otta  is th e  fact th a t T olkien  loved  th e  O ld  
E nglish  hero ic  verse  w h ich  th e  y o u n g  m a n  rep resen ts . "T he H om ecom ing" 
show s T olkien  u n d o u b te d ly  w a ry  of th e  d an g e rs  of "excess" an d  the 
m isap p ro p ria tio n  of th e  n o rth e rn  hero ic  ethos, b u t e lsew here  h e  p ra ised  th is 
code as " th e  g rea t con tribu tion  of ea rly  N o rth e rn  lite ra tu re"  ("T he M onsters an d  
th e  C ritics" 20) an d  a " su p rem e  con tribu tion  to  E u rope" (Letters 56). It seem s 
un like ly  th a t T olkien w o u ld  p o rtra y  the  spokesm an  for th e  lite ra tu re  to  w h ich  he  
d ed ica ted  m u ch  of h is  life w ith  th e  u n rem ittin g  scorn th a t S h ippey  suggests — 
even  if T o tta  p roves a t tim es a po o r sp o k esm an .6
M ore specifically, a t one p o in t d u rin g  th e  d ialogue, T o tta 's  speech 
reflects an a ttitu d e  of su b o rd in a te  courage  w h ich  T olkien often  p ra ised  an d  
deem ed  in  "O ferm od" to  be  " th e  m o s t hero ic  a n d  th e  m o s t m o v in g "  (106). The 
m o m en t com es w h en  T otta  expresses h is  long ing  to  h ave  h a d  a ro le in  th e  battle.
[...] I w ish  I'd been here,
N ot left w ith  the luggage and the lazy thralls, 
cooks and  sutlers! By the Cross, Tida,
I loved him  no less than  any lord w ith  him; 
and  a poor freem an m ay prove in  the end 
m ore tough  w hen  tested  than  titled  earls 
w ho count back their k in  to  kings ere W oden (85).
T o tta  exp resses h ere  p la in ly  T o lk ien 's  favo red  sense of th e  h e ro ism  of th e  little 
fellow . W hile  T olkien  questions th e  rash  hero ics of leade rs like B eorhtnoth , he  
s im u ltaneously  exalts th e  courage  a n d  loyalty  of th e ir u n fo rtu n a te  subord inates . 
I t w o u ld  be b o th  u n ex p ec ted  a n d  u n like ly  for T olkien  to  a ttrib u te  these  lines to  a 
character w hose  sole p u rp o se  is to look foolish. T o tta 's  w o rd s  m a y  be  boastfu l, 
na ive, even  a b it a b s u rd —nevertheless, th ey  are red o len t of a sp irit T olkien  cared  
deep ly  for an d  th o u g h t crucial to  h is  o w n  w o rk .7
6 Bowman's article in  particular picks up on the crucial metaphor of the "alloy" in 
"Ofermod" to describe treatments of the heroic code. Tolkien is very much concerned with 
subtleties of treatment and perspective in  "The Homecoming."
7 It is a theme which Tolkien often remarked of as being close to his heart and central to his 
work, at one point going so far to as to call The Lord of the Rings "primarily a study of the 
ennoblement [...] of the humble" (Letters 237). Frodo and Sam are of course the most 
obvious examples. For more on Sam's connection to the retainers in  Maldon, see Bowman's 
note on page 110.
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A n o th e r  c r i t ic a l  e le m e n t  in  a  d e f e n s e  o f  T o t ta  d e p e n d s  u p o n  th e  a b o v e  
s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  " T h e  H o m e c o m in g "  is  a n  e x te n s io n  o f  t h e  t e n s io n  a n d  b a la n c e  
T o lk ie n  s a w  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  k e y  M aldon  l in e s .  W h a t  w e  s e e  in  T o lk i e n 's  c r e a t io n  
o f  a  m o d e r n  s e q u e l  to  t h e  p o e m  is  o n e  o f  m a n y  e x a m p le s  o f  h i s  e n g a g e m e n t  in  
l i t e r a r y  r e c o n s t r u c t io n s ,  b u t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  M aldon  is  so  p l a i n l y  f r a g m e n ta r y  m a y  
h a v e  i n t r i g u e d  a n d  e n c o u r a g e d  h i m  e v e n  m o r e  t h a n  u s u a l  in  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  
r e c o n s t r u c t io n .8 T h e  p o e m 's  d a m a g e d  s ta te  a f fo r d s  T o lk ie n  a m p le  s p a c e ,  b o th  
b e f o re  a n d  a f te r  t h e  e x ta n t  " m i d d le "  w h ic h  c o n s t i tu te s  t h e  M aldon  w e  k n o w ,  to  
t e s t  h i s  h y p o t h e s i s  a b o u t  t h e  p o e t 's  o v e r a r c h in g  v is io n  a n d  in te n t .  H e  to y s  w i t h  a  
" b e f o r e "  o p t io n  in  t h e  h y p o th e t i c a l  e p ig r a p h  h e  p r o p o s e s  f o r  t h e  p o e m  a t  t h e  e n d  
o f  " O f e r m o d " :
There could be no m ore pungent criticism in a few w ords of 'chivalry ' in 
one of responsibility than  W iglaf's exclamation: oft sceall eorl monig anes 
willan wraec adreogan, 'by  one m an 's w ill m any m ust w oe endure '. These 
w ords the poet of M aldon m ight have inscribed at the head  of his work.
(109)
B u t, in  t h e  e n d ,  h e  c h o s e  to  f o c u s  h i s  c r e a t iv e  e f fo r t s  o n  a  c o d a  in s te a d .  A s  s u c h ,  
w e  m ig h t  s e e  " T h e  H o m e c o m in g "  a s  n o t  so  m u c h  a  s e q u e l  a s  a  l a t e r  p o r t io n  o f  a  
h y p o th e t i c a l  l a r g e r  w o r k  o f  w h ic h  M aldon  is  t h e  o n ly  e x ta n t  f r a g m e n t — a  w o r k  
w h ic h  w a s  b y  n o  m e a n s  c le a r ly  o n e - s id e d  (a s  c r i t ic i s m  b e f o re  " O f e r m o d "  w o u l d  
a t te s t ) .  W ith  t h i s  in  m in d ,  w e  c a n  s e e  " T h e  H o m e c o m in g "  w r i t t e n  to  r e f le c t  th e  
s a m e  b a la n c e  T o lk ie n  s a w  in  M aldon , o n e  w h ic h  w o u l d  r e q u i r e  T o t ta  to  s t a n d  o n  
h i s  o w n  a n d  r e p r e s e n t  a  l e g i t im a te  c a s e  fo r  h e r o ic  v e r s e ,  n o t  m e r e ly  b e  p r o p p e d  
u p  a s  a  s to o g e .
T h is  n o t io n  o f  " T h e  H o m e c o m in g "  a s  a  r e c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  a  m is s in g  
l a t t e r  p o r t io n  o f  t h e  p o e m  i ts e l f  b r in g s  u s  to  t h e  m o s t  i n te r e s t in g  in d ic a to r  o f  
T o lk i e n 's  s y m p a th y  fo r  T o tta :  I  s u g g e s t  t h a t  h e  is , in  t h e  f ic t iv e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  
d r a m a ,  t h e  f u t u r e  M aldon  p o e t ,  a  m a n  w h o m  T o lk ie n  e v id e n t ly  h e ld  in  s o m e  
e s te e m . T h e  c lu e s  w h ic h  l e a d  u s  to  c o n s id e r  T o t t a 's  p o t e n t i a l  r o le  a s  p o e t  a r e  
n u m e r o u s  in  t h e  p u b l i s h e d  p ie c e . T o lk ie n  id e n t i f ie s  h i m  f r o m  th e  s t a r t  a s  th e  
" s o n  o f  a  m in s t r e l ;  h i s  h e a d  is  f u l l  o f  o ld  l a y s  c o n c e r n in g  th e  h e r o e s  o f  n o r t h e r n  
a n t i q u i ty "  (79). A n o th e r  i n t r o d u c t o r y  c o m m e n t ,  t h e  a s s e r t io n  t h a t  " n e i th e r  [T fd a  
n o r  T o tta ]  w e r e  a c tu a l ly  in  t h e  b a t t l e , "  is  t a n t a l i z in g ly  s im i la r  to  E .V . G o r d o n 's  
o w n  s k e tc h  o f  t h e  a n o n y m o u s  p o e t:  " T h e  p o e t  w a s  p r o b a b ly  n o t  p r e s e n t  a t  th e  
b a t t l e "  (T o lk ie n  79, G o r d o n  22). T o t t a 's  p r e s e n c e  a t  th e  a f t e r m a th  a ls o  h e lp s  h i m  
f i t  in to  G o r d o n 's  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  a  p o e m  " c o m p o s e d  s o o n  a f te r  t h e  b a t t l e ,"  b y  a
8 As Tolkien says in "Beorhtnoth's Death," it is a fragment w ith "no end and no beginning, 
and no title" (78). For more on the idea of Tolkien's reconstructions, see the introduction of 
Tom Shippey's J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century.
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p o e t "w ell versed  in  th e  o ld  hero ic  a n d  aristocratic  trad itio n s of p o e try "  w ho  
m a y  h av e  k n o w n  " th e  h eroes of h is  p o em  p erso n a lly "  (22). F inally , of course, 
th ere  is T o tta 's  d ream , m en tio n ed  above, in  w h ich  h e  m u tte rs  a m o d e rn  E nglish  
tran sla tio n  of th e  m o s t fam ous lines of Maldon, 312-313. I t is a t th is  po in t, 
k n o w in g  T o lk ien 's  p ro p en s ity  for such  fram in g  devices in  h is  reconstruc tions ,9 
w h ere  w e  m ig h t feel T olkien h a s  g iven  u p  o n  subtle h in ts  an d  chosen  in s tead  to 
m ak e  T o tta 's  fu tu re  ro le as p o e t b la tan tly  obvious. In  tru th , h e  does n o t go quite 
so far. T his is verified  b y  T hom as H o n eg g e r 's  m an u sc rip t research  in  "P hilo logy  
an d  th e  L ite ra ry  M use," w h ich  reveals tha t, in  an  earlie r draft, T otta  is explicitly 
id en tif ied  b y  T olkien  as h a v in g  com posed  The Battle o f Maldon after re tu rn in g  
B eo rh tno th 's  b o d y  to  Ely. T he reve la to ry  n o te  "is crossed  o u t d iagona lly  w ith  
b lack  ink  an d  d id  n o t m ak e  it in to  the  final typ esc rip t"  (197n17). H onegger 
m en tio n s  th is  d iscovery  o n ly  in  p ass in g  (it is re lega ted  to  h is  footnotes) and , 
fo llow ing  Shippey , g losses th e  excision as a d en ia l of T o tta 's  ro le as th e  even tua l 
poet, b u t th is  is n o t necessarily  so.
O th e r ex p lana tions m ig h t account for h is  rem oval of th is  explicit 
reference to  T otta  as th e  Maldon poet. T he decision  is ak in  to H em in g w ay 's  
p re fe rred  tactic: " th e  om itted  p a r t w o u ld  stren g th en  th e  s to ry  a n d  m ak e  peop le  
feel som eth ing  m ore  th a n  th ey  u n d e rs to o d "  (75). T olkien  w o u ld  n o t h av e  lea rned  
it from  H em in g w ay  b u t from  th e  suggestive p o w ers  of n a rra tiv e  construction  
u tilized  b y  th e  Beowulf an d  Sir Gawain p o e ts—in  an y  case, h e  u se d  it w ell.10 It is a 
m ove w hich, far from  d en y in g  T o tta 's  ro le as p o e t o u trigh t, a llow s th e  careful 
re ad e r to w eigh  th e  possib ility , to  em p a th ize  w ith  h is  position  a n d  com e to 
u n d e rs ta n d  its  value. If w e keep  an o p en  m in d  ab o u t T otta, w e find  th a t h is  
re liance on  th e  o ld  lay s does n o t m ak e  h im  u n th in k in g , an d  th is  fact is p e rh a p s  
b es t reflected  in  h is  pensive  sta tem en t after rem em b erin g  th e  ru le s  of m e a d  hall 
vow s as th ey  are  to ld  in  songs: "B u t th e  songs w ither, /  a n d  th e  w o rld  w orsens"  
(85). I t is a te s tam en t to  T o tta 's  honesty , th o u g h  of course th e re  m ay  be, in  h is 
m in d , a causal re la tionsh ip  be tw een  these  tw o  en trop ies.
Tid a 's  voice, on  th e  o th er h an d , m ig h t be said  to  ally  itself w ith  a voice 
of re a so n —n o t necessarily  th a t of "rea lity ,"  as S h ippey  p u ts  it, too g rea t a b u rd en  
for e ither of these  voices to  b ear on  its  ow n. H is  character acts as th e  skeptical 
c o u n te rp a rt to  T otta, an  ex tension  of th e  hero ic  critique fo u n d  in  lines 89-90 of 
Maldon. F ittingly , it is T id a  w ho  criticizes B eo rh tn o th 's  d eed  a t the  c au sew ay — 
"n eed lessly  n o b le " —w hile  Totta, echo ing  th e  critics, seem s u n ab le  to  com e to 
te rm s w ith  th e  situa tion  (95). T o tta  can  h ave  h is  poetic  flourishes; Tida  p refers
9 For more on Tolkien's framing conceits, see Flieger.
10 Shippey's discussion of depth in  Author of the Century is useful here: "the trick is an old 
one, and Tolkien learned it like so much else from his ancient sources, Beowulf and the 
poem of Sir Gawain, but it continues to work" (49).
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" p l a i n  l a n g u a g e "  (98). H e  c h id e s  T o t ta  f o r  h i s  o r n a m e n ta l  d ic t io n ,  c a lls  in to  
q u e s t io n  th e  n a t u r e  a n d  v a lu e  o f  t h e  o ld  l a y s  a n d  h e r o e s ,  a n d  r e m a in s  a lw a y s  
f ix e d  o n  th e  g r im  m a t e r i a l  a n d  lo g is t ic a l  r e a l i t y  o f  t h e i r  ta s k .  I f  T o t t a 's  v o ic e  s o a r s  
a t  t im e s  to  t h e  h e a v e n s ,  T i d a 's  r e m a in s  g r o u n d e d  in  t h e  d i r t .  " I f  y o u  s p e n t  le s s  in  
s p e e c h ,  y o u  w o u l d  s p e e d  b e t t e r , "  is  a  s a m p le  o f  t h e  a d v ic e  h e  h a s  fo r  T o tta .  H e  is  
b r i m m i n g  w i t h  s u c h  c o n v e n t io n a l  w i s d o m  a n d  s t r o n g  w o r k  e th ic ,  s e t t i n g  th e  
p a c e  a n d  k e e p in g  h i s  y o u n g  f r i e n d  h o n e s t — " N o w  s t a r t  a g a in ,  a n d  in  s t e p  w i th  
m e !  /  A  s t e a d y  p a c e  d o e s  i t"  (89). G iv e n  T f d a 's  d i s p o s i t io n ,  i t  is  u n s u r p r i s i n g  to  
l e a r n  t h a t  h e  is  t h e  a g in g  v e te r a n  w h o  c a n n o t  b e  b l a m e d  if, a f te r  lo n g  y e a r s  o f  to il  
a n d  b l o o d s h e d ,  h e  h a s  g r o w n  s k e p t ic a l  o f  t h e  t a s te  fo r  r o m a n t i c i z in g  th e  h e r o ic  
w h ic h  h i s  p a r tn e r  e x e m p l if ie s .
W e  b e g in  to  g e t  a  s e n s e  o f  t h e  t e n s io n  w h ic h  d e v e lo p s  t h r o u g h  th e  
i n t e r p l a y  o f  t h e i r  tw o  v o ic e s .  T h e s e  in te r a c t io n s ,  w h ic h  b o th  d e l in e a t e  th e  
i n d iv i d u a l  v o ic e s  a n d  i l l u m in a t e  t h e  w i d e r  c o n f l ic t  T o lk ie n  a d d r e s s e s ,  o c c u r  in  
v a r y in g  d e g r e e s — f r o m  o th e r w is e  u n r e m a r k a b l e  o n e - l in e  e x c h a n g e s  to  l e n g th y  
p o e t i c  d i s q u i s i t io n s .  W h ic h e v e r  v a r ia t i o n  th e s e  i n t e r p l a y s  t a k e  o n ,  t h e  p a t t e r n  is  
a lw a y s  t h e  s a m e :  t h e  t w o  a r e  e n g a g e d  in  a  t u g  o f  w a r .
T h e  m o m e n t  in  w h ic h  T i d a  a n d  T o t ta  d i s c o v e r  B e o r h tn o th 's  b o d y  is  o n e  
s u c h  e x a m p le  o f  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  i n t e r p l a y s  w h ic h  s t r u c tu r e  t h e  d r a m a .  
T o r h th e l m 's  im m e d ia t e  r e a c t io n  to  t h e  d i s c o v e r y  o f  B e o r h tn o t h 's  c o r p s e  is  te l l in g ;  
h e  b e g in s  to  c h a n t ,  p e r f o r m i n g  a n  e le g ia c  v e r s e  o n  th e  s p o t  f o r  t h e i r  lo rd :  " ju s t  in  
j u d g e m e n t ,  g e n e r o u s - h a n d e d  /  a s  t h e  g o ld e n  lo r d s  o f  lo n g  a g o . /  H e  h a s  g o n e  to  
G o d  g lo r y  s e e k in g ,  /  B e o r h tn o th  b e lo v e d "  (87). T i d w a l d  t h e n  o f f e r s  s o m e  
u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  p r a i s e  o f  t h e  y o u n g  m a n 's  v e r s e :  " T h e  w o v e n  s ta v e s  h a v e  y e t  
w o r t h  in  t h e m  /  f o r  w o e f u l  h e a r t s "  (87). B u t  t h i s  e n c o m iu m  is  i m m e d ia t e ly  
f o l lo w e d  b y  p r a c t ic a l  r e m i n d e r s  ty p ic a l  o f  h i s  c h a r a c te r .  H e  p l a i n l y  h a s  n o  
in te n t io n  o f  a l l o w in g  T o t ta  to  g e t  c a r r i e d  a w a y  w i t h  s e n t im e n ta l  s o n g w r i t in g .  
A f te r  a ll, h e  r e a s o n s ,  " t h e r e 's  w o r k  to  d o ,  /  e r e  t h e  f u n e r a l  b e g in s "  (87). T h e  
d i s p a r i t y  in  t h e i r  d i s p o s i t io n s  is  e m p h a s i z e d  b y  d i f f e r in g  r e a c t io n s ,  l ik e  th o s e  
d e s c r ib e d  a b o v e ,  to  a ll  t h e y  e n c o u n te r  o n  th e  b a t t l e f i e ld .
T h r o u g h  h i s  c r e a t iv e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  B e o r h tn o th 's  s to ry ,  T o lk ie n  f e l t  h e  
c o u ld  b e s t  e m p h a s i z e  h i s  h y p o t h e s i s  a b o u t  t h e  M aldon  p o e t 's  m e s s a g e .  A f te r  a ll, 
M aldon  is  o n ly  a  f r a g m e n t ,  w i t h  n o  b e g in n i n g  o r  e n d — li t t le  w o n d e r ,  T o lk ie n  
m i g h t  h a v e  th o u g h t ,  t h a t  c r i t ic s  h a v e  b e e n  so  u n s u r e  o f  h o w  to  i n t e r p r e t  it. 
P e r h a p s  e v e n  m o r e  im p o r t a n t ly ,  T o lk i e n 's  d r a m a t i c  e x te n s io n  o f  l in e s  8 9 -9 0  a n d  
3 1 2 -3 1 3  l e d  h i m  to  e x p lo r e  h i s  o w n  c o n f l ic te d  fe e l in g s ,  h o l d in g  a  d ia lo g u e  a b o u t  
t h e  r e la t iv e  v i r tu e s  a n d  v ic e s  o f  h e r o i s m  a n d  th e  l i t e r a r y  a n d  h i s to r ic a l  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  a n d  r e c e p t io n  o f  w a r — q u e s t io n s  w h ic h ,  j u s t  a  f e w  y e a r s  a f te r  th e  
S e c o n d  W o r ld  W a r  h a d  e n d e d ,  w e r e  o f  u r g e n t  c o n c e rn .
T o lk ie n  k n e w  w e l l  t h e  a p p e a l  o f  t h e  h e r o ic  ( in  t h e  w o r k s  h e  l o v e d  a n d  
p r o f e s s e d )  b u t  h e  a ls o  e x p e r i e n c e d  f i r s t h a n d  th e  b i t t e r n e s s  o f  m o d e r n  w a r ,
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h a v in g  s e r v e d  in  t h e  t r e n c h e s  d u r i n g  W o r ld  W a r  I. T h e  t e n s io n  b e tw e e n  th e s e  
tw o  p o te n t i a l l y  in c o m p a t ib le  u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  w a s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  im p o r t a n c e  to  
h im ;  h e  c o u ld  p r o b a b ly  e m p a th iz e  w i t h  b o th  T i d a  a n d  T o tta .  T h e  e a r l ie s t  d r a f t s  
o f  " T h e  H o m e c o m in g "  d a te  b a c k  a b o u t  t w e n ty  y e a r s  b e f o re  i ts  e v e n tu a l  
p u b l ic a t i o n  in  1953 , a n d  t h o u g h  i ts  p u b l ic a t i o n  h a d  b e e n  th e  c u lm in a t io n  o f  a  
lo n g  la b o r ,  i t  d i d  n o t  m a r k  th e  s e t t l in g  o f  t h e  d e b a t e  b e tw e e n  T i d a  a n d  T o t t a .11 B y  
O c to b e r  1955 , j u s t  t w o  y e a r s  a f te r  " T h e  H o m e c o m in g "  w a s  p u b l i s h e d ,  a ll  th r e e  
v o lu m e s  o f  The Lord o f the Rings w e r e  in  p r in t .
D ialog ic  W ar in  The Lord  o f  the R ings
W h ile  t h e  s e t t i n g  o f  T o lk i e n 's  th r e e - v o lu m e  s e q u e l  to  The Hobbit is  a  f a r  
c r y  f r o m  th e  h i s to r ic a l  b a t t l e g r o u n d  in  E sse x , t h e  v o ic e s  o f  T i d a  a n d  T o tta ,  
c r e a t iv e  e x te n s io n s  o f  T o lk i e n 's  s c h o la r s h ip  o n  The Battle o f Maldon , c o n t in u e  th e i r  
d i a lo g u e  in  M i d d l e - e a r t h — ju s t  n o t  e x p lic i t ly .  The Lord o f the Rings m a g n i f i e s  th e  
s i tu a t io n ,  s t a g in g  a  s im i la r  s o r t  o f  d e b a t e  o n  a  g r a n d  sc a le , a  c o n f l ic t  b e tw e e n  
a t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  a n d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  w a r .  T h is  d e b a t e  is  im p l ic i t  in  th e  
s t r u c tu r e  o f  t h e  l a s t  tw o  v o lu m e s  (B o o k s  III-VT) o f  The Lord o f the R ings . I t s  
s t r u c tu r e ,  l ik e  " T h e  H o m e c o m in g "  a n d  th e  r e a d i n g  o f  Maldon w h ic h  i n s p i r e d  it, 
is  b u i l t  u p o n  a  t e n s io n  b e tw e e n  o p p o s i t e s — th e  " h o o f s ,  t r u m p e t s ,  s te e l  o n  s te e l"  
v e r s u s  t h e  " m is e r a b le  f i g u r e s "  c r e e p in g  w h ic h  C .S . L e w is  r i g h t l y  p r a i s e s  in  h i s  
r e v ie w  d i s c u s s e d  in  t h e  o p e n in g  o f  t h i s  p a p e r .  T h e  f in a l  f o u r  B o o k s  a l t e r n a t e  
b e tw e e n  e p ic  a n d  u n g l a m o r o u s  p o r t r a y a l s  o f  w a r ,  a n d  th e  c o n t r a s t  is  so  p o in te d  
t h a t  w e  m ig h t  b e  t e m p t e d  to  e n te r ta i n  t h e  n o t io n  t h a t  T o t ta  a n d  T i d a  h a v e  n o t  
o n ly  s u r v i v e d  in  s p i r i t  b u t  t a k e n  u p  w r i t i n g  f ic t io n  a n d  e a c h  p u t  h i s  o w n  s t a m p  
u p o n  a  m a jo r  n a r r a t i v e  t h r e a d  in  The Lord o f the R ings . I n  th is  w a y ,  B o o k s  II I  a n d  
V m ig h t  b e lo n g  to  T o t ta ,  b e in g  l a r g e ly  f o c u s e d  o n  th e  e x p lo i t s  o f  f i g u r e s  l ik e  
G a n d a l f  a n d  A r a g o r n  in  a n  i d e a l i z e d  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  l i t e r a r y  h e ro ic s .  O n  th e  
o th e r  h a n d ,  B o o k s  IV a n d  th e  e a r l y  p o r t io n  o f  V I c o u n te r  w i t h  a  p o r t r a y a l  o f  w a r  
m o r e  s u i t e d  to  T i d a ;  t h e  a g o n iz in g  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  F r o d o  a n d  S a m  o n  th e i r  
u n l ik e l y  a n t i - q u e s t  in  M o r d o r  r e v e a l  a n  a l t o g e th e r  i n g lo r io u s  s id e  o f  b a t t le .
T o lk i e n 's  o w n  c o m m e n ts  o n  th e  b o o k 's  c o n s t r u c t io n  s h e d  l ig h t  o n  h o w  
c r u c ia l  t h e  s t r u c tu r a l  s e p a r a t io n  o f  t h e s e  tw o  n a r r a t iv e  t h r e a d s  is  to  t h e  t a le  a s  a  
w h o le .  I n  a  b i t i n g  c r i t iq u e  o f  a n  e a r l y  f i lm  s c r ip t  w h ic h  g a r b le d  th e  d e s ig n  o f  The 
Lord o f the R ings , h e  h a s  th is  to  sa y :
The narrative now  divides into tw o m ain  branches: 1. Prim e Action, the 
Ringbearers. 2. Subsidiary Action, the rest of the C om pany leading to the 
'heroic ' matter. I t is essential that these two branches should each be treated in 
coherent sequence. Both to  render them  intelligible as a story, and because 1
11 Wayne Hammond dates the drafts from 1930-33 (303). For more on the development of 
"The Homecoming" drafts, see Honegger.
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they are totally different in  tone and scenery. Jum bling them  together 
entirely destroys these things. (Letters 275, italics in  original)
It is clear th a t T olkien  in ten d ed  tw o  d is tinc t faces of w ar to  be in  te n s io n —b u t 
largely  u n m in g le d —th ro u g h o u t h is  tale. W h a t fo llow s is an  overv iew  of the 
in d iv id u a l voices w h ich  p artic ip a te  in  a d ia logue  of w a r in  The Lord o f the Rings 
an d  d em o n stra te  th e  lingering  in fluence of Maldon (via "T he H om ecom ing") on 
T o lk ien 's  fan tasy  classic.
B ooks III a n d  V: T o tta 's  W ar
T he C o m p an y 's  sp lit in  "T he B reak ing  of th e  F ellow sh ip" coincides 
w ith  th e  d iverg ing  v isions of w ar w h ich  d iv ide  b e tw een  th em  th e  las t tw o -th ird s  
of The Lord o f the Rings. W hile F rodo  a n d  Sam  flee alone to  a ttem p t th e  jo u rney  
th ro u g h  M ordor, the  m ore  hero ic  figu res of A ragorn , Legolas, a n d  G im li 
w elcom e the read e r in to  T o lk ien 's  ep ic  narra tiv e  strand . T he tone  for w h a t is to 
u n fo ld  in  Book III (an d  later, Book V) is set a t the  e n d  of th is firs t chapte r, as the 
T hree  H u n te rs  set off to  p u rsu e  th e  g rea t h o s t of O rcs w ho  h av e  cap tu red  M erry  
an d  P ipp in . Before th e  chase begins, A rago rn  declares:
But come! W ith hope or w ithout hope w e w ill follow the trail of our 
enemies. A nd w oe to them , if w e prove the swifter! We w ill m ake such a 
chase as shall be accounted a m arvel am ong the Three Kindreds: Elves, 
Dwarves, and Men. Forth the Three Hunters! (III.i.420)
T olkien  seeks also to  fit style to  con ten t in  th e  rom an tic  w a r of The Lord o f the 
Rings; h e  trea ts  m u ch  of th e  p ro se  (and  th e  verse) of th is  side of w ar in  an 
e leva ted  m anner. D u rin g  chap te rs  like "H e lm 's  D eep" or "T he Battle of the 
P elennor F ields," one can a lm ost h e a r th e  voice of T o tta  r in g in g  o u t in  p ra ise  of 
th e  hero ic  exp lo its ch ronicled  in  Books III a n d  V.
F an tastic  in d iv id u a l feats of a rm s—m o m en ts  of hyperbo lic  h e ro ism — 
constitu te  one of the  m ost s trik ing  aspects of the  v io len t conflicts w h ich  take 
p lace in  Books III an d  V. I t is p e rh ap s  the  m ost rom an tic  no tion  in  T o lk ien 's  
v aried  po rtray a l of com bat: th a t one m an  alone can tu rn  th e  tid e  of battle. 
A rag o rn  an d  h is  sw o rd  A n d u ril a re  p a rticu la rly  ind ica tive  of these  id ea lized  
heroics. W hile som e a t the  C ouncil of E lrond  d o u b t th e  R an g e r 's  hero ic  ped ig ree , 
h is  w eap o n  is still spoken  of as a p o ten tia l tru m p  card  in  the  w ars  against 
Sauron. B orom ir posits: "M ay h ap  th e  Sw ord-that-w as-B roken  m a y  still s tem  the 
t id e —if th e  h a n d  th a t w ie ld s it h a s  in h e rited  n o t an  h e irloom  only, b u t th e  sinew s 
of th e  K ings of M en" (II.ii.268). In  Books III an d  V, A ragorn , w ith  th e  sw ord  re ­
forged, p roves u p  to  the  task.
A  h e ro 's  w eap o n  in  T o lk ien 's  rom an tic  w ar carries w ith  it a pow erfu l 
rep u ta tio n ; m ere sigh t of a b lad e  like A n d u ril b o th  in sp ire s  allies a n d  sen d s foes
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fleeing. D u rin g  th e  b a ttle  a t H e lm 's  D eep, A rago rn  an d  Eom er lead  th e ir sm all 
forces ag a in s t overw h elm in g  n u m b ers  of enem ies, b u t the  im m ed ia te ly  
recogn izab le  p resence  of th e ir sw o rd s  (like B eo rh tno th 's  in  th e  gloom ) b rings 
hope.
C harging from  the side, they hurled  them selves up o n  the w ild  men. 
A nduril rose and fell, gleam ing w ith  w hite fire. A shout w ent up  from 
w all and  tower: 'Anduril! A nduril goes to  war. The Blade that w as Broken 
shines again!' (III.vii.534)
T he in cen d ia ry  p ro p ertie s  of A rag o rn 's  sw o rd  an d  th e  ro u s in g  b a ttle  cries of the 
m e n  estab lish  an  aw e-in sp irin g  scene. A m id  th e  p re su m ed  chaos of th e  battle, 
T olkien  iso lates s trik ing  im ages of h is  p ro tag o n ists  to  accen tuate  th e ir hero ism .
B uilt u p  in  th is ep ic  vein, it is no su rp rise  th a t th e  m assive , sw eep in g  
b a ttles  reco u n ted  in  Books III an d  V are  n o ne the less  re fe rred  to  as contests n o t 
be tw een  vast, im p erso n a l arm ies b u t g rea t in d iv id u a l lead e rs  an d  heroes. 
A rag o rn  rig h tly  believes th a t m e re ly  sh o w in g  h im self an d  h is  w eap o n  in  the 
palantir is en o u g h  to  fr igh ten  S auron  an d  p rovoke  a "h a s ty  stroke" from  the  D ark  
L o rd 's  arm ies (V.ii.780). In  "T he Siege of G o ndor,"  D ene tho r speaks of a p rev io u s 
defense of O sg ilia th  as a one-on-one co n te s t—"w h e n  B orom ir den ied  [Sauron] 
th e  passage" (V.iv.816). L arge-scale com bat is aga in  tre a ted  th is w ay  d u rin g  the 
d esp e ra te  attack  on  th e  Black G ate, w h en  "little  tim e w as left to  A rag o rn  for the 
o rd e rin g  of his [m y em phasis] b a ttle"  (V.x.891). T hough  th e  battles in  Books III 
an d  V are  often  stag ed  on  a g ran d  scale, T o lk ien 's  epic p o rtray a l of w ar is one 
w h ere  cap ta ins lead  the  charge ra th e r th an  d irec t from  a safe d istance, an d  an 
in d iv id u a l can m a k e  all th e  difference.
T olkien  leaves little  ro o m  to gain say  the  feats of h is  heroes, p ractically  
quan tify in g  the ir ex aggera ted  w o rth  a t several po in ts. In  "T he K ing  of the 
G o lden  H all,"  T heoden  m ocks G an d alf for n o t b rin g in g  an  a rm y  w ith  h im  to a id  
th e  peop le  of R ohan. G an d alf offers a te lling  rebuke:
H as not the m essenger from  your gate reported  the nam es of m y 
com panions? Seldom has any lord  of Rohan received three such guests. 
W eapons they have laid at your doors tha t are w orth  m any a m ortal m an, 
even the m ightiest. (III.vi.513)
T he heroes of T o lk ien 's  epic w ar are no inexperienced  conscripts, no r do  th ey  
w ie ld  s ta n d a rd  issue  w eapons. By th e  tim e G an d alf declares in  "T he L ast 
D ebate" th a t " th ere  are nam es am o n g  u s  th a t a re  w o rth  m o re  th a n  a th o u sa n d  
m ail-c lad  k n igh ts  apiece," w e believe h im  (V.ix.882).
W hile  it is n o t d ifficu lt to  recognize a g enera l affin ity  betw een  the 
hyperbo lic  hero ics in  The Lord o f the R ings m en tio n ed  above a n d  the a ttitu d e  of
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T otta  in  "T he H om ecom ing ,"  th e re  is yet a deep er layer to  th e  connection, 
g lim p sed  th ro u g h  som e p a rticu la r lite ra ry  a llu sions re f ig u red  an d  idealized . 
T o tta 's  chief flaw  is a k in d  of hero ic  m yop ia ; h e  can see th e  p o w er of 
B eo rh tno th 's  gestu re , b u t h e  fails to  g rasp  its requ isite  folly. M an y  of th e  hero ic  
scenarios th ro u g h o u t Books III an d  V, how ever, are idealized , cleaned  u p  — 
in deed , m a n y  battles h e re  are  show n  n o t as th ey  are b u t as T o tta  m ig h t believe 
th ey  should be.12
T he m ost m ean ingfu l, an d  certa in ly  th e  m o s t T o tta-esque, exam ples of 
th is idea liza tion  com e from  "corrective" a llu sions to  O ld  English  classics in  The 
Lord o f the R ings.13 T h o u g h  it falls o u ts id e  th e  g enera l p a ram ete rs  I h av e  set from  
Books III-VI, th e  m o m en t d iscussed  earlie r in vo lv ing  G an d alf on  th e  b rid g e  in  
M oria  is, for its rev ision  of certa in  aspects of Maldon, one such  exam ple  of a scene 
tran sfo rm ed  in  a w ay  w hich  seem s to  accord  w ith  th e  y o u n g  g leem an 's  
sensibility . W hile im p o rtan t, the  M oria  exam ple  is b y  no  m ean s  un iq u e , a n d  I 
fo llow  w ith  an o th e r w h ich  does ap p e a r  w ith in  th e  b o u n d s  of th e  fou r Book 
"d ia lo g u e"  w h ich  is the  subject of th e  p re sen t d iscussion .14
Tw o passages in  Book III p rove  crucial n o t on ly  in  d e fin ing  A rag o rn 's  
p ro w ess w ith  a sw ord , b u t also offering  sub tle  com m en tary  th ro u g h  a llusion  on 
th e  b u ild -u p  to  th e  b a re -h an d ed  battle  w ith  G rende l in  Beowulf. T olkien  ac tua lly  
d iscusses th is in c id e n t—B eow ulf's decision  to  eschew  arm s an d  engage in  a 
"fa ir"  figh t aga in s t th e  m o n s te r—alongside  B eo rh tno th 's  d eed  in  "O ferm od ,"  as 
an  exam ple of w h a t m a y  h ave  b een  an  eq ua lly  foolish b u t p e rh a p s  less g rievous 
act of chivalry; for B eow ulf, at the  tim e a y o u n g  u p sta rt, h as  "no  responsib ility  
d o w n w ard s"  (103). In  The Lord o f the Rings, th e  first echo of th is leg en d a ry  
m o m en t com es as A rag o rn  exp la ins h is rescue  m ission  to  E om er in  "T he R iders 
of R ohan":
The Orcs w hom  w e pu rsued  took captive tw o of m y friends. In  such a 
need  a m an  tha t has no horse w ill go on foot, and  he w ill not ask for leave 
to  follow the trail. N or w ill he count the heads of the enem y save w ith  a 
sword. I am  not weaponless. (III.ii.433)
12 Bowman's article is very much concerned w ith these revisions as well, although her 
study focuses on Sam in Book IV. In spite of this noteworthy display of refined subordinate 
courage in  Sam, I maintain that, in Book IV, the overall tone remains at best lukewarm in its 
reception of heroics, traditional or refined. Not so in books III and V.
13 While the primary focus of this discussion is on the dialogic structures playing out within 
individual works, it should be noted that such "corrective" allusions are suggestive of 
another layer of dialogism—of an intertextual variety—made famous by the work of 
Mikhail Bakhtin.
14 For another interesting example of this sort of refiguring, see Shippey's discussion of the 
discrepancy in  attitudes toward mounted battle between the Rohirrim and the English in 
J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century, pg. 92.
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H is  e la b o r a te  d e c l a r a t io n  e n d s  o n  a  l in e  w h ic h  is  p l a i n l y  i n d e b t e d  to  th e  
u n d e r s t a t e d  " h e r o ic  i r o n y "  o f  t h e  l i to te s  so  p r e v a l e n t  in  B eo w u lf (C h ic k e r in g ,  
B eo w u lf 10). L i to te s  is  a  c o m m o n  t e c h n iq u e  o f  u n d e r s t a t e m e n t  e m p lo y e d  in  O ld  
E n g l i s h  v e r s e ,  b u t  T o lk ie n  u s e s  i t  h e r e  to  d r a w  a  t e l l in g  c o n t r a s t .15 In i t ia l ly ,  
A r a g o r n 's  b o a s t  a p p e a r s  s im ila r  to  t h o s e  e m p lo y e d  b y  B e o w u lf ;  b o t h  s e r v e  to  
e x a g g e r a t e  a  s e n s e  o f  m a r t i a l  p r o w e s s .  L ik e  B e o w u l f 's  g l ib  a s s u r a n c e  t h a t  h e  d o e s  
n o t  i n t e n d  to  " b o a s t  a b o u t"  s l a y in g  s e a -b e a s ts  d u r i n g  h i s  s w im m in g  c o n te s t  w i t h  
B re c a , A r a g o r n 's  u n d e r s t a t e m e n t  is  a lm o s t  h u m o r o u s — w e  k n o w  q u i te  w e l l  h o w  
d e a d l y  is  t h e  s w o r d  h e  w ie ld s  (B eo w u lf 5 8 5 -5 8 6 ). T h e  R a n g e r 's  i n v o c a t io n  o f  
" w e a p o n le s s "  a ls o  c a l ls  to  m i n d  B e o w u l f 's  h a n d - to - h a n d  b o u t :
I have heard  it said this evil m onster
in  his w ild  recklessness scorns all w eapons.
I therefore decline, tha t Hygelac m y lord 
m ay  be p leased to the heart, to take any sw ord 
or broad-braced shield, yellow w ar-w ood, 
into this combat, bu t w ith  m y ow n hand-grip 
I w ill m eet this enem y and  fight for life, 
foe against foe. (433-440)
U lt im a te ly ,  h o w e v e r ,  A r a g o r n  e m p h a s i z e s  j u s t  t h e  o p p o s i t e —h e  is  " n o t  
w e a p o n le s s . "  I t  is  a  s u b t le  a l lu s io n ,  b u t  o n e  w h ic h  h a s  w e i g h t  g iv e n  o u r  
k n o w le d g e  o f  T o lk i e n 's  c r i t ic a l  w r i t in g  o n  th e  B eo w u lf s c e n e . U n l ik e  B e o w u lf ,  
A r a g o r n  h a s  n o  in te n t io n  o f  e s c h e w in g  th e  u s e  o f  h i s  g r e a t  s w o r d  in  s o m e  
m is g u id e d  a c t  o f  s e l f - a g g r a n d iz e m e n t  d i s g u i s e d  a s  f a i r  p la y .  H i s  b e h a v io r  c a n  
t h u s  b e  s e e n  in  d ia lo g u e  w i t h  B e o w u lf 's .  I t  is  a n o th e r  e x a m p le  o f  T o lk ie n  
r e f ig u r in g  o ld e r  w o r k s ,  r e w r i t i n g  B e o w u l f 's  g e s tu r e ,  a n d  f u r t h e r  c o n t r ib u t in g  to  
t h e  i d e a l i z e d  v is io n  o f  w a r  in  B o o k s  II I  a n d  V.
T h is  s a m e  q u e s t io n  o f  a r m e d  c o m b a t  a n d  h e r o ic  c o n d u c t  is  r a i s e d  b y  th e  
s c e n e  q u o te d  a b o v e ,  in  w h ic h  G a n d a l f  a n d  h i s  c o m p a n io n s  a r e  a s k e d  to  le a v e  
th e i r  w e a p o n s  a t  T h e o d e n 's  g a te .  I n  t h i s  c a se , t h e  a l lu s io n  to  B eo w u lf is  m o r e  
e x p lic i t ,  r e c a l l in g  th e  m o m e n t  w h e n  W u lf g a r  d e m a n d s  t h a t  t h e  S w e d e s  s u r r e n d e r  
t h e i r  w e a p o n s  b e f o re  e n t e r in g  H r o t h g a r 's  h a ll :  " l e t  s h i e ld s  s t a y  h e r e ,  t ig h t e n e d  
w a r - w o o d  /  y o u r  b a t t l e - s h a f t s  w a i t  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  w o r d s "  (3 9 7 -3 9 8 ). I n  t h e  O ld  
E n g l i s h  p o e m ,  t h e  w i l l i n g  s u r r e n d e r  o f  w e a p o n s  a n t i c ip a te s  t h e  u n a r m e d  d u e l  
b e tw e e n  B e o w u lf  a n d  G r e n d e l .  T h e  c r it ic a l  d i f f e r e n c e  in  T o lk i e n 's  te x t ,  a p a r t  
f r o m  th e  a f o r e m e n t io n e d  b o a s t  o f  q u a n t i f i a b le  h e r o i s m  in  G a n d a l f 's  r e b u k e ,  is
15 The technique, as in  the example given of "not weaponless," commonly appears as an 
understatement in  the negative in order to assert, ironically, the opposite. For more on 
litotes in  Beowulf especially, see Chickering pg 9-10.
Mythlore 29:3/4, Spring/Summer 2011   51
Peter G rybauskas
t h a t  t h e  w e a p o n s  a r e  n o t  s u r r e n d e r e d  l ig h t ly  a t  T h e o d e n 's  d o o r .  A r a g o r n  
h e s i t a t e s — " i t  is  n o t  m y  w i l l  [ . . . ]  to  p u t  a s id e  m y  s w o r d " —b e f o re  f in a l ly  s e t t in g  
h i s  b l a d e  d o w n ,  b u t  o n ly  a f te r  h e  h a s  i m p r e s s e d  u p o n  th e  D o o r w a r d  i ts  w o r th  
(III .v i.5 1 0 ). G a n d a l f ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  o u t r i g h t  r e f u s e s  to  g iv e  u p  h i s  s ta ff ,  w h ic h  h e  w il l  
i n d e e d  p u t  to  g o o d  u s e  in  t h e  G o ld e n  H a l l .  T h e  r e lu c ta n c e  o f  T o lk i e n 's  h e r o e s  to  
y ie ld  t h e i r  l e g e n d a r y  w e a p o n s  s t a n d s  in  c o n t r a s t  to  t h e  q u e s t io n a b le  b e h a v io r  o f  
B e o w u lf  e v e n  a s  i t  r e c a l l s  c e r ta in  s c e n e s  f r o m  th e  O ld  E n g l i s h  p o e m . T h e s e  
a l lu s iv e  s c e n e s  c o m e  to  e x e m p l i f y  t h e  id e a l i z e d  h e r o ic  b e h a v io r  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f  
B o o k s  II I  a n d  V —b e h a v io r  w h ic h  w o u l d  s u r e ly  b e  m e t  w i t h  T o t t a 's  a p p r o b a t io n .  
T o lk ie n  " r e w r i t e s "  th e s e  s c e n e s  n o t  o n ly  to  h ig h l i g h t  t h e i r  h e r o ic  a p p e a l  b u t  to  
h e ig h t e n  t h e  c o n t r a s t  e l s e w h e r e  in  t h e  n a r r a t iv e .
B ooks IV  an d  VI: T id a 's  W ar
A  fa r  d i f f e r e n t  fa c e  o f  w a r  is  s h o w n  w h e n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  r e tu r n s  to  F r o d o  
a n d  S a m  in  B o o k  IV . T h e  s t a p le s  o f  T o lk i e n 's  e p ic  w a r — th e  h y p e r b o l i c  h e r o ic s  o f  
f e a r le s s  l e a d e r s  a n d  th e  e le v a te d  p r o s e  s ty le  to  m a tc h  th e s e  d e e d s — d r o p  a w a y  
d u r i n g  F r o d o 's  j o u r n e y  in  B o o k  IV  a n d  th e  e a r ly  p a r t  o f  B o o k  V I. T h is  
u n g l a m o r o u s  d e p ic t io n  o f  w a r  c o u n te r s  t h e  c o n v e n t io n s  o f  T o lk i e n 's  e p ic  w a r  in  
m u c h  th e  s a m e  w a y  a s  T i d a  c o u n te r s  T o tta ;  i t  s h o w s  w a r  d e m y th o lo g iz e d  a n d  
in g lo r io u s .  A f te r  h i s  f i r s t  a t t e m p t e d  r o u te  in to  M o r d o r  p r o v e s  im p a s s a b le ,  F r o d o  
h im s e l f  p l a i n l y  r e c o g n iz e s  t h e  d i s c o n t in u i ty  b e tw e e n  th e  d i f f ic u l t  r e a l i t i e s  o f  h i s  
o w n  m is s io n  a n d  th e  h e r o ic  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  g l im p s e d  in  B o o k s  II I  a n d  V. " ' I  w i s h  w e  
h a d  a  t h o u s a n d  o l ip h a u n t s  w i t h  G a n d a l f  o n  a  w h i t e  o n e  a t  t h e i r  h e a d , '  h e  s a id .  
'T h e n  w e 'd  b r e a k  a  w a y  in to  t h i s  e v il  la n d ,  p e r h a p s .  B u t  w e 'v e  n o t ;  j u s t  o u r  o w n  
t i r e d  le g s ,  t h a t 's  a l l '"  (IV .iii.647 ).
T h e  H o b b i t s ' j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h  t h e  D e a d  M a r s h e s  e a r ly  in  B o o k  IV  
p r o v i d e s  a  k e y  d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  th e  e p ic  o f  B o o k s  II I  a n d  V : S a m  a n d  F r o d o  se e  
n o t h i n g  o f  t h e  g lo r io u s  b a t t l e  o u t  o f  t h e  d i s t a n t  p a s t  t h a t  l e d  to  t h e  s w a m p y  m a s s  
g r a v e ,  b u t  t h e i r  t i r e d  le g s  m u s t  t r u d g e  t h r o u g h  t h e  r o t t i n g  r e m a in s .  T o lk ie n  
c le a r ly  f o u n d  th i s  s i tu a t io n  e ffe c tiv e ;  h e  e m p lo y s  a  s im i la r  s c e n e  to  c a ll  in to  
q u e s t io n  th e  a l l e g e d  h e r o i s m  o f  M aldon  i n  t h e  b a t t l e f i e ld  c le a n  u p  r e s e r v e d  fo r  
T i d a  a n d  T o t ta  in  " T h e  H o m e c o m in g ."  D u r i n g  th e  p a s s a g e  th r o u g h  t h e  M a r s h e s ,  
S a m  v o ic e s  h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n  w i t h  t h e i r  f i l th y  e x p e d i t io n .  H e  b a r k s  a t  G o l lu m :  " T h e  
s t in k  n e a r l y  k n o c k s  m e  d o w n  w i t h  m y  n o s e  h e ld .  Y o u  s t in k ,  a n d  m a s te r  s t in k s ;  
t h e  w h o le  p la c e  s t in k s "  (IV .ii.629 ). G o l lu m  r i g h t l y  a p p e n d s  S a m  h im s e l f  to  th e  
n o x io u s  l i s t — "Y es , y e s , a n d  S a m  s t i n k s ! " — t h o u g h  i t  d o e s  n o t h in g  to  im p r o v e  
m o r a l e  (629). T h e  H o b b i t s  a r e  e n t r e n c h e d  in  t h e  w a r 's  d i r ty ,  t h a n k le s s  w o r k ,  f a r  
f r o m  th e  c la s h  o f  s w o r d s  in  H e l m 's  D e e p .
T h e  l e a d e r s h ip  a n d  i n d iv i d u a l  f e a ts  c a t a lo g u e d  in  B o o k s  I I I  a n d  V  s e e m  
a lm o s t  p a r o d ie d  a lo n g  t h e  w a y  in  M o r d o r .  F r o d o  a n d  S a m  a r e  " g u i d e d "  t h r o u g h  
M o r d o r  n o t  b y  G a n d a l f  o r  A r a g o r n  b u t  G o l lu m , w h o s e  q u a l i t ie s  a s  a  l e a d e r  s a y  a
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g rea t deal ab o u t th e  d iv id e  be tw een  T o lk ien 's  ep ic  w ar a n d  h is u n g lam o ro u s  one. 
T reacherous, m a ln o u rish ed , an d  a ltoge ther w retched , G o llu m 's  d u b io u s 
creden tia ls  h ave  very  little  in  com m on w ith  th e  be loved  C ap ta in s of th e  W est. 
T he b es t enco u rag em en t h e  can offer F rodo  a n d  Sam  is: "Follow  Sm eagol very  
carefully , a n d  you  m a y  go a long  w ay, qu ite  a lo n g  w ay, before  H e  catches you, 
yes p e rh ap s"  (IV.ii.625). G o llum  fails to  in sp ire  th e  confidence w e m ig h t expect 
of the  heroes, a n d  in d eed  h is  in ce ssan t—"N o w  on  w e go!" —an d  often 
u n p le a sa n t in s tru c tio n s—"W ake up! N o tim e to  lo s e " —p ro v id e  a b izarre  rep risa l 
of T id a 's  ro le as task m aste r an d  killjoy in  "T he H om ecom ing" (IV.vii.700).
T he H obb its  fin d  them selves in  even  w orse  stra its  a fter fa lling  in  w ith  
O rcs in  Book VI, w h o  are them selves m ore  d iso rg an ized  a n d  d isg ru n tled  than  
m en ac in g  in  M ordor. Som e deg ree  of o rd e r is m a in ta in ed  in  th e  com pany  F rodo 
an d  Sam  fall in  w ith , b u t it is b o u g h t w ith  th e  w h ip s  of slave-drivers, n o t by  tru s t 
o r belief in  those  w h o  lead . T he H obb its  are  d riv en  on  w ith  b ru ta lity  an d  
derision .
'W here there 's a w hip there 's a will, m y slugs. H old up! I'd give you  a nice 
freshener now , only you 'll get as m uch  lash  as your skins w ill carry w hen 
you  come in  late to your camp. Do you good. D on 't you know  w e're at 
w ar? ' (VI.ii.931)
T hey  do  in d e e d —an d  it is n o t the  epic w ar of Books III an d  V. T he O rc-d river's  
invocation  of a k in d  of w ork  song, a p erv erse  riff on  th e  typ ica lly  in sp ira tiona l 
adage, "w h ere  th e re 's  a w ill, th e re 's  a w ay ," is an o th e r te lling  ind ica to r of the 
sta rk  n a rra tiv e  d iv ide.
O ne m ig h t arg u e  th a t Sam , a t least, ap p ea rs  to  tack le  som e epic 
en coun te rs  of h is  o w n  in facing  Shelob or rescu in g  F rodo  from  th e  T ow er of 
C irith  U ngol. In  fact, M ary  B ow m an is fa irly  convincing  in h e r  suggestion  th a t 
Sam  b es t em bod ies a hero ic  idea l T olkien  refines from  Maldon.16 Yet if th ere  is a 
stro n g  e lem en t of th e  ed ited  or tran sm u ted  G erm an ic h e ro ism  in  Sam, h is 
ad v en tu res  also take  on  a d is tinc t e lem en t of the  mock-heroic, in  scenes som ew hat 
rem in iscen t of T fda 's  condescend ing  g ibes to w ard  T otta  in  "T he H om ecom ing ."  
For it is S helob 's o w n  overzealous m isstep  (her ofermod, p e rhaps), lan d in g  on 
S am 's b lad e  w ith  th e  "d riv in g  force of h e r o w n  cruel w ill," w h ich  inflicts the 
g rievous w o u n d , n o t som e m o m en t of d o u g h ty  sw o rd p lay  by  th e  ho b b it
16 Though he states that The Lord of the Rings rejects "traditional heroism [...] decisively," 
George Clark also considers Sam to be Tolkien's "true hero," in  large part for his display of 
subordinate courage similar to the Maldon retainers (44). Bowman, on the other hand, 
considers Sam's choices refinements of the heroic code as seen in Maldon. Both, I think, 
miss that the real tension between heroic ideals plays out in the contrast between the two 
prim ary narrative threads.
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(IV.x.729). L ikew ise, th e  successful ra id  in  th e  T ow er is, th o u g h  b y  all m ean s  a 
b rav e  deed , d u e  m ore  to  th e  in -figh ting  be tw een  th e  O rcs th a n  th e  hero ics of the 
g ard en er-tu rn ed -rescu er.
T olkien  p a ro d ie s  S am 's  m ock-hero ics b y  b u ild in g  u p  rid icu lous ru m o rs  
of h is  d eed s  am o n g  th e  Orcs. E xam ining  th e  signs of the  battle  w ith  Shelob, 
G orbag  reckons " th e re 's  a large w arrio r loose, Elf m o s t likely, w ith  an  e lf-sw ord  
anyw ay, a n d  an  axe as w ell m ay b e"  (IV.x.739). T his h u m o ro u s  s itua tion  serves as 
a k in d  of iron ic  c o u n te rp a rt to  th e  v ery  rea l th rea t to  enem ies p o sed  b y  A rag o rn 's  
b lad e  in  th e  rom an tic  side of w ar. Sam  is w ell aw are  of th e  irony, la te r referring  
to  h im se lf as " th e  g rea t b ig  E lvish w arrio r"  (IV.x.742). T he ru n n in g  joke is again  
p icked  u p  in  "T he L and  of S hadow ," w h en  an  O rc so ld ier refers to  th e  confusion 
w ro u g h t b y  th e  sp read  of ru m o rs  ab o u t sp ies in  M ordor: " 'F irs t th ey  say  it 's  a 
g rea t Elf in  b rig h t a rm our, th en  it 's  a so rt of sm all dw arf-m an , th en  it m u s t be  a 
pack  of rebel U ruk-hai; o r m aybe  it 's  all th e  lo t to g e th er '"  (VI.ii.925). The 
occasional in tru s io n  of th e  ep ic  in  Book IV  a n d  early  Book VI is often  u n d e rc u t in 
th is w ay, red o len t of th e  ironic p ra ise  Tid a  lav ishes on  T o tta  in  h is  strugg le  w ith  
th e  corpse strippers.
W hile  I h o p e  to  h av e  m a d e  clear som e of th e  echoes of T o tta  a n d  Tida  
w h ich  seem  to p e rm ea te  an d  at tim es even  define th e  respective tones of th e  tw o 
m ajo r n a rra tiv e  th read s  in  The Lord o f the Rings, th e  sense of d ia logue  be tw een  the 
tw o  th read s  is m ore  d ifficu lt to  express an d  to  recogn ize  th a n  th e  b an te r be tw een  
th e  tw o  characters in  "T he H om ecom ing ."  N evertheless, th ere  rem ains in  The 
Lord o f the R ings th is  k in d  of d ialog ic  ten s ion  d ev e loped  n o t in  quick  b u rs ts  of 
speech  b u t ra th e r long  p e rio d s of narra tive  d eferra l as th e  tw o  th re a d s  alternate  
back  an d  fo rth  from  Book to  Book. At th e  en d  of Book III, read e rs  are  ja rred  from  
th e  back  of S hadow fax  as G andalf an d  P ipp in , fresh  from  b a ttle  a t th e  H o rn b u rg  
an d  Isengard , speed  to w ard  M inas T irith  "before  th e  seas of w ar su rro u n d  it" 
(III.ii.600). W e m u s t p lo d  a long  w ith  F rodo  an d  Sam  th ro u g h  ten  chap te rs  of 
Book IV u n til Book V g ran ts  a re tu rn  to  th e  ep ic  defense  of G ondor, b u t b y  th a t 
tim e w e are eq u a lly  eng rossed  in  a very  d ifferen t side of w ar. T he final line of 
Book IV, "F rodo  w as alive b u t tak en  by  th e  E nem y" (IV.x.742), is as good  a 
c liffhanger as any, a n d  it is ten  m ore  chap te rs  u n til w e beg in  to lea rn  h is  fate in 
Book VI. In  th is w ay  T olkien b u ild s  u p  a k in d  of d ia logue  th ro u g h  th e  tension  
w h ich  develops be tw een  these conflicting experiences of w ar, all th e  w ay  u n til 
th e  ta le 's  cu rious reso lu tion  on  M o u n t D oom .
O n  occasion, T olkien  does b reak  u p  th e  o th erw ise  len g th y  w ait 
be tw een  narra tive  resp o n ses by  in jecting  certa in  rem in d ers  of th e  im plicit 
d ia logue  a t w ork . T he con tinu ity  be tw een  certa in  chap te r titles is one such 
exam ple. "T he Black G ate is C losed" for F rodo  in  Book IV d u rin g  th e  early  stages 
of h is h o pe less  quest, b u t "T he Black G ate O pens"  for th e  h eroes of th e  rom an tic  
narra tiv e  s tran d  la te r in  Book V. B esides evok ing  a certa in  p leasu re  in  k now ing
54   Mythlore 113/114, Spring/Summer 2011
Dialogic War: From the Battle of M aldon to the W ar of the Ring
r e a d e r s ,  t h e  i n te r p l a y  b e tw e e n  c h a p te r  t i t l e s  u n d e r s c o r e s  t h e  t e n s io n  b e tw e e n  th e  
tw o  t h r e a d s  a n d  r e m i n d s  u s  t h a t  t h e y  r e m a in  in  c o n v e r s a t io n .
M a n y  c r i t ic s  h a v e  p r a i s e d  th e  c u r io u s  s t r u c tu r a l  c o n t r a s t  a t  w o r k  in  The 
Lord o f the R ings, b u t  t h e  n a tu r e  a n d  e x te n t  o f  i ts  c lo s e  c o n n e c t io n  to  T o lk i e n 's  
M aldon  c r i t ic i s m  a n d  th e  d ia lo g u e  b e tw e e n  T o t ta  a n d  T i d a  h a v e  g o n e  l a r g e ly  
u n a c k n o w le d g e d .  T o lk i e n 's  w o r k  is  d e e p ly  e n g a g e d  w i t h  t h e m e s  o f  w a r  a n d  in  
t h i s  i t  is  s u r e ly  a  p r o d u c t  o f  i ts  t im e ,  a s  t h e  v a lu e  o f  t r a d i t io n a l  h e r o ic s  w a s  c a l le d  
in to  q u e s t io n  p e r h a p s  m o r e  t h a n  e v e r  d u r i n g  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  t h e  tw e n t i e th  
c e n tu r y .  T o lk ie n  k n e w  th e  b i t t e r n e s s  o f  W o r ld  W a r  I  f i r s th a n d ,  b u t  h e  d i d  n o t  
t h in k  t h a t  c u r r e n t  e v e n t s  e n t i r e ly  i n v a l i d a t e d  th e  h e r o ic  l i t e r a t u r e  h e  p r o f e s s e d .  
R a th e r  t h a n  r e je c t in g  o u t r ig h t  t h e  w o r k  o f  h i s  l i t e r a r y  a n c e s to r s ,  T o lk ie n  
p r e f e r r e d  to  c o n s id e r  t h a t  t h e s e  o ld  p o e t s  h a d  b e e n  s t r u g g l in g  w i t h  t h e  s a m e  
i s s u e s  t h a t  d o g g e d  h im .  T h u s  in  M a ld o n  a n d  i ts  " s e q u e l"  h e  im a g in e s  t h e  p o e t  
t r y in g  to  s t r ik e  a  b a la n c e  b e tw e e n  s e e m in g ly  in c o n g r u o u s  id e a s  a b o u t  b a t t l e  a n d  
h e r o is m .  T h r o u g h  th e  v o ic e s  o f  T i d a  a n d  T o t ta  r i n g in g  o u t  in  t h e  d ia lo g ic  
s t r u c tu r e  o f  The Lord o f  the R ings, w e  c a n  a ls o  r e c o g n iz e  T o lk i e n 's  b o d y  o f  w o r k  
e n g a g e d  in  a  l a r g e r  c o n v e r s a t io n  w i t h  t h e  M aldon  p o e t .  H e  d r e w  o n  th e  p o e t 's  o ld  
t e c h n iq u e s  a n d  e v e n  a t t e m p t e d  to  p a tc h  u p  th e  f r a g m e n ta r y  p o e m  w i t h  a  f i t t in g  
d ia lo g ic  c o d a ,  t h e  l a s t i n g  i m p r i n t  o f  w h ic h  c a n  s t i l l  b e  r e c o g n iz e d  in  t h e  f a r  
r e m o v e d ,  b u t  n o  le s s  s e r io u s  l a n d s c a p e  o f  M id d le - e a r th .
I t  is  a  m u d d y  a n d  s e e m in g ly  s e l f - c o n t r a d ic to r y  v i s io n  o f  w a r ,  y e t,  in  th e  
e n d ,  I  th in k ,  a n  h o n e s t  o n e .  I f  T o lk ie n  h a d  s q u e l c h e d  th e  v o ic e  o f  e i t h e r  T i d a  o r  
T o t ta  in  h i s  w r i t in g ,  h e  m ig h t  h a v e  p r o d u c e d  w o r k  m o r e  e a s y  to  d i g e s t —b u t  I  d o  
n o t  k n o w  if  w e  w o u l d  s t i l l  b e  r e a d i n g  i t  w i t h  t h e  s a m e  v ig o r  to d a y .  W a r y  a s  h e  
w a s  o f  t h e  m i s a p p r o p r i a t i o n s  o f  t h e  o ld  s o n g s ,  h e  k n e w  a ls o  t h a t  h e  c o u ld  n o t  le t  
t h e m  g o . E v e n  T i d a  r e c o g n iz e d  t h a t  " t h e  w o v e n  s ta v e s  h a v e  y e t  w o r t h  in  t h e m "  
(87). S a g e  G a n d a l f  m a k e s  a  s im ila r  o b s e r v a t io n  r e g a r d i n g  th e  L a s t  A l l ia n c e ,  th e  
h i s to r ic  b a t t l e  w h ic h  m a k e s  u p  th e  f ic t iv e  b a c k d r o p  o f  The Lord o f the R in g s . T h e  
w i z a r d  c a l ls  i t  " a  c h a p te r  o f  a n c ie n t  h i s t o r y  w h ic h  i t  m ig h t  b e  g o o d  to  re c a ll ;  fo r  
t h e r e  w a s  s o r r o w  t h e n  to o ,  a n d  g a th e r in g  d a r k ,  b u t  g r e a t  v a lo u r ,  a n d  g r e a t  d e e d s  
t h a t  w e r e  n o t  w h o l ly  v a in "  (I .ii.5 2 ). I n  t h i s  w a y  h e  s e e m s  to  r e p r e s e n t  a  
c o m p r o m is e  b e tw e e n  T o t ta  a n d  T fd a , b e tw e e n  h e r o ic  p r a i s e  a n d  c e n s u re ,  s t r i k in g  
th e  k i n d  o f  b a la n c e  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  T o lk i e n 's  d ia lo g ic  w o r k s .  T h o u g h  h e  is 
r e m e m b e r e d  b e s t  f o r  h i s  t a le s  s e t  in  t h e  s u b - c r e a t e d  w o r l d  o f  The Lord o f  the R in g s , 
s u c h  a  w o r l d  w o u l d  n o t  b e  w o u n d  so  t a u t  w i t h o u t  h i s  d e e p  r o o t s  in  m e d ie v a l  
s c h o la r s h ip .
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